






This is the author-version of article published as: 
 
Burton, Judith and van den Broek, Diane (2006) Information management systems 
and human service work. In Proceedings Social Change in the 21st Century 
Conference 2006, Queensland University of Technology. 
 













Information management systems and 
human service work 
Dr Judith Burton  
Queensland University of Technology 
Dr Diane van den Broek
University of Sydney 
Paper presented to the Social Change in the 
21st Century Conference 
Centre for Social Change Research 
Queensland University of Technology 
27th October 2006 
1Information Management Systems and Human Service Work 
Dr. Judith Burton 
Queensland University of Technology  
and
Dr Diane van den Broek  
University of Sydney
Abstract
Human service organisations are increasingly relying on computer data bases 
to compile and record client information and to demonstrate outcomes for 
accountability purposes. This has resulted in substantial changes in work 
practices, processes and relationships for human service workers. This paper 
draws on interview data from practitioners in a range of human service agencies 
and a child protection call centre to examine professional interactions with and 
response to changes in their work related to the introduction of new 
technologies. Themes discussed include the intersection of such technologies 
with the ethos of managerialism and impact of work changes on practitioners’ 
identity and work satisfaction. While both positive and negative aspects of such 
technologies are considered, we argue that issues of professional identity, 
resource allocation and relations around the introduction and application of 
technology are central to understanding practitioners’ responses. 





Changes to human service practice following public sector reforms have been well 
documented in the United Kingdom (Jones, 2001; Kirkpatrick, Ackroyd and Walker, 
2005) and Australia (Hough, 1995; Rees, 1999). Researchers have identified that 
public sector managerialism was not just about doing things more efficiently or cheaply, 
but about doing different things by transforming services to make them fit within 
technologies that the generalist manager brings to them (Hough, 1995, 173). Indeed 
computer technologies generally support managerial goals as they allow the collection 
and collation of client information in standardised formats as well as being able to 
monitor and evaluate staff and organisational performance (Kirkpatrick et al., 2005). 
While the intention of such information communication technologies might be to 
promote accountability and consistency and thus preserve service legitimacy, 
researchers such as those cited above note the potential for the erosion, rather than 
the preservation, of social services (Hough, 1995; Jones, 2001; Parton, 2004; Rees, 
1999). Indeed rather than providing support and assistance, monitoring and 
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2004). For instance, reflecting their desire to model private sector management 
systems, a community services agency in Victoria stated in their annual report that:  
‘production lines’ share a common logic with a manufacturing ‘custom shop’ building 
one-off products to order, but employing mass production methods to a significant 
extent. Whether the product is physical objects or human services, the logic of 
organization and control is identical. (cited in Hough, 1995, 178)
Although developing public policy on the basis of ‘one-off products’ has characterised a 
number of developments in the child and family service departments in Australia since 
the 1990s, this research suggests that it is highly questionable whether ‘products’ like 
human services can comfortably fit within mass production methods or a dominant 
logic of organisational control. For instance, when establishing the child protection call 
centre detailed below, management invoked private sector ideals of cost efficiency thus 
focusing on business objectives linked to individual output with quantifiable 
performance indicators. Performance management within many call centres has 
become associated with heavy workplace surveillance and there is significant literature 
highlighting the tensions between quality and quantity objectives of interactive service 
workers (Kerfoot and Korczynski, 2005; Wallace, Eagleson and Waldersee, 2000). 
Such strategies might also not be unusual in a call centre environment, including the 
social service call centre (Humphries and Camilleri, 2002). Customer service 
representatives in many call centres often articulate a frustration with managerial 
concern with quantity output at the expense of service quality. The adoption of 
quantifiable targets in the human services raises professional, social and ethical 
questions for workers.  
While the call centre provides a clear example of the use of ‘cutting edge’ work 
organisation technology, other systems for managing information are increasingly used 
within human service agencies. In particular the collection and storage of client and 
service data and, more recently decision support systems such as computer-based 
assessment tools. These systems have been presented as innovations that will allow 
practitioners to work more efficiently and to record better data in a more systematic 
fashion thus leading to better assessments and interventions as well as freeing time for 
more direct contact work with clients (Tomison, 2004; Schoech and Toole, 1988). 
Nonetheless research shows there to be ongoing questions about methodological and 
design issues such as lack of evaluation studies of predictive validity and the potential 
for assuming that once a system is in place clinical expertise is no longer necessary 
(Tomison, 2004). Furthermore, studies such as Dearman’s (2005) remind us that the 
particular concerns and problems deemed worthy of management attention generally 
do not extend to addressing the additional skill needs or the higher workloads such 
technologies tend to generate, at least in the short to medium term. 
In addition to questions about the impact of technologies on the professional aspects of 
their work we are also concerned about how relationships between professional 
workers and management influence and are influenced by the application of new 
technologies. The literature suggests that a key feature of successful workplace 
application of computer technology is consultation with staff to engage them in 
processes around design, selection and implementation of new technologies (Schoech, 
2002; Smith and Colin-Jacques, 2005). As such it is important to recognise that ‘it is 
not technology that is the catastrophe but its imbrications within the relations that 
embrace it’ (Garrett, 2005, 531). The experience of nurses is salient here. Much like 
social workers, nurses who staff telephone centres in the healthcare industry are 
different from their counterparts in hospital environments and in other sites. Like social 
workers, nurses are highly qualified and have strong occupational identity and distinct 
spheres of competence. However, the extent that nurses have been able to shape 
changes to their work as a result of the call centre technology depended on various 
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centres. Using cross-national qualitative case study research, Smith and Colin-Jacques 
(2005) found that occupation, nation and timing of industry formation influenced the 
design and experience of call centre work in the healthcare industry. In turn these 
nurses experienced various degrees of work satisfaction due to their ability or inability 
to influence the application of health technologies.
Therefore while the broader issue of technology is central here, it is also important to 
consider that managerial and professional relations mediate such technology. As 
indicated elsewhere, it may be that: 
unless social workers do become involved in the ways in which new technologies 
are used within organisations, they will fail to influence its impact on their clients 
and may further fail to control the way in which computers affect the nature of social 
work itself in the future. (Sapey, 1997, 803) 
Such professional involvement itself may however be problematic since, as Schoech 
(2002) observes, management interest in the adoption of information management and 
decisions support systems is, in part, fuelled by high staff turnover which reduces the 
availability of experiential and informal knowledge.  
The foregoing research reflects the view that the logic of technical rational control 
translates and influences and is influenced by the reorganisation and redefinition of 
professional work. In this paper we examine responses to the use of information 
management and other computer-based technologies by comparing and contrasting 
the views of human service workers in a highly technical setting – a call centre – and in 
more standard practice settings in non-government agencies. The paper is organised 
in several sections which discuss the background to the cases analysed, the effects of 
technology on the provision of human services and on knowledge, skills, and ethical 
considerations. Worker satisfaction is also discussed and the final section summarises 
the major issues raised in the research. 
Research and Context 
This paper draws on findings from two studies, both of which were interested in 
examining how professional workers responded to the introduction of new technologies 
as impacting on their work.  A study by the first author focused on worker stress in the 
human services drawing on data gathered by interviews with professionals in six 
human service agencies. This research was carried out in Queensland (QLD) through 
a series of individual interviews conducted at the beginning of 2004 with twelve 
practitioners – five managers, four team leaders, two support workers and one 
specialist caseworker. All were women and all but one held a university degree in 
social work or social science. Four also held or were studying for postgraduate 
qualifications. They were a very experienced group of workers with an average of 
twelve years experience (the least experienced was 26 months and the most 
experienced 26 years). Given this breadth of experience, they were also mature 
workers, half reporting age 40-49 years, four reporting 30-39 and one reporting over 50 
years of age. Most worked in child and family services (8 participants) with two each in 
disability and youth services. Five of the six agencies were auspiced by a larger non-
government organisation. The interviews covered topics of job satisfaction, as well as 
employee accountability, involvement in decision making, management control of 
planning and resources, relationships with management and electronic data systems.  
The second study (see also van den Broek, 2003) investigated how professional 
workers in a statutory child protection service experienced the first two years of 
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Interviews were undertaken with five Helpline caseworkers and two union officials. 
Caseworkers held a degree in social work, social welfare or psychology and the 
majority had more than 10 years experience in the community health/welfare field. 
Much of the research also relied upon NSW government and non-government inquiries 
into Helpline’s operations up until 2002 (NSW Parliament Legislative Council [hereafter 
NSW PLC], 2002a, 2002b, 2002c; PriceWaterhouseCoopers [hereafter PWC], 2002). 
In addition, this research drew on a survey of 46 Helpline employees undertaken by a 
research student working in the service (Dunn, 2001). In combination these documents 
were used to corroborate interview data. The research was confined to the period 
between 2001 and 2002 and as such, subsequent events and changes are beyond the 
scope of the study. 
Helpline was established in late 2000 at a time when legislation and socio-economic 
factors substantially increased the scope of their work. The Children and Young 
Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 came into effect in New South Wales in 2000 
heralding an emphasis on record keeping. Increased public awareness regarding child 
abuse and changes relating to mandatory reporting also significantly increased the 
demand for DoCS services (ibid, x1).  
This legislative change exacerbated an already stretched service characterised as 
suffering from ‘inadequate funding, poor practice and inadequate services’ (NSW PLC, 
2002a, 6). DoCS offices were closed, jobs lost and child protection specialist services 
abolished. Amid this restructuring and rationalisation, the Director-General spoke of 
transforming DoCS into a ‘contemporary and professional organisation’ (ibid, 7). The 
transformation included centralising reporting systems through the creation of a call 
centre.
The new mandatory reporting procedures and the lack of other appropriate services 
contributed to the exponential growth of child abuse reports. The Department’s annual 
reports reveal that ‘child-at-risk’ notifications doubled between 1999 and 2001. 
Similarly, in the first year of Helpline operations between 2000 and 2001, notifications 
rose by 76 per cent (NSW PLC, 2002a, 17). Despite this increase in notifications, staff 
numbers rose by only five per cent from 2000-2001 and by eight per cent from 2001-
2002 (PWC, 2002, v11), meaning a substantial intensification of demands placed on 
frontline staff (NSW PLC, 2002c, 69). 
The call centre was designed to increase awareness of and access to DoCS services 
and to extend and facilitate new mandatory reporting guidelines. Specifically it was 
expected to increase the quality, consistency, equity and responsiveness of DoCS 
services, deliver customer friendly service, refocus general enquires and intake 
processes in a centralised system and free up DoCS frontline staff to increase face to 
face time with children and families. One of the architects of Helpline stated that the 
success of the call centre rested on three factors: the engagement of highly 
experienced staff, effective training and efficient information systems (NSW PLC, 
2002c, 74). Given that the regional centres opened between the hours of 8 am and 
5pm, Helpline also represented the only after hours service available for people to 
report children at risk. During the period of research approximately 90 per cent of new 
protection contact reports came via Helpline (PWC, 2002, 35). 
The caseworkers at Helpline who were interviewed for the call centre study were 
involved in receiving and recording notifications, counselling notifiers, devising action 
plans, in particular providing referrals and instigating follow up. They received calls 
from members of the public who required advice about a child they believed might be 
at risk from physical or psychological harm. The telephone process would involve an 
initial risk assessment using a 12-question checklist and caseworkers would take 
detailed notes from reporters, as well as extracting background history where possible 
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initial information had been gathered, caseworkers developed an initial ‘required action 
plan’ (RAP), identifying some of the tasks needed and secondary assessments, the 
details of which were entered into client information systems. Caseworkers then made 
initial assessments of whether the information indicated a risk of harm, and if so at 
what level. 
Professional matters 
When workers spoke of the impact of technology on their work their primary concerns 
related to professional issues tied up in their identity as a social worker: matters of 
knowledge and skill, and also of ethics, more specifically confidentiality and 
accountability. 
The professional knowledge required of social workers, including those working in child 
protection is a unique combination of formal and informal knowledge which allows them 
to make complex and important decisions about children at risk (Healy and Meagher, 
2004). When receiving a notification workers need sound interviewing techniques to 
support the reporter and to help them clearly identify important information regarding 
the child and features of the suspected maltreatment. They also need to gather 
information about the reporter, demographic factors associated with the region where 
the family lives, and other contextual information.   
One of the potential advantages of call centres is that workers do not have to be co-
located with clients and customers. However, for human service workers who adhere to 
theories that stress the importance of viewing the whole person-in-context when 
conducting assessments, the call centre can be a challenge to professional 
frameworks. Unlike intake workers in regional officers, Helpline caseworkers have no 
previous connection to the individuals, families and communities they serve. This 
reduces their ‘localised knowledge’, limiting awareness of a reporter’s particular family 
or demographic circumstances, and hindering their capacity to readily make an 
assessment or to gain satisfaction from their work. As one caseworker said: 
in a [regional service centre] you are actually in contact. You put a face to the 
number that you need to work with. It’s quite different. (Employee 1, 30.08.02).  
Caseworkers were keenly aware of how such limitations impacted on their ability to 
undertake effective assessments. As will be discussed below time pressures and the 
seeming routinisation of the work exacerbated these perceptions. 
The call centre workers also found that their work did not fit comfortably with their views 
of what human service work entailed. Indeed it is the relational and caring aspects that 
initially attract many human service workers into the profession (Harlow, 2004). Call 
centre work, particularly when combined with focus on one task, does not provide 
much scope for this aspect of professional identity. One worker stated that a call 
centre:
is not conducive to social work people. They can’t attract good staff. People don’t 
want to work there and the people that do want to work there don’t want to stay very 
long. They’re just sitting on the phone all day…. The call centre environment 
definitely undervalues my work. The nature of the job deskills. Nobody could last in 
this job more than 2 years. It denies you the outcome, the follow-up and after a while 
unfortunately a lot of people fall into the trap of seeing themselves as data entry 
people and the clients as data which is really depersonalising a really human issue. 
(Employee 1, 30.8.02) 
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assessment indicating that many felt their skills and knowledge were not being fully 
utilised (Dunn, 2001, 5).  
For participants in the QLD study, professional concerns over the increasing use of 
information management systems also touched on some of the issues raised above. 
For example social workers felt their practice was constrained by the requirement to 
spend more time recording client and service details thus taking up time they felt could 
be better spent with clients (Support worker, 12.01.04). On a related issue, many 
worked in agencies that accepted referrals from statutory agencies and therefore 
relied, in the first instance, on the quality of information gathered during intake and 
assessment. Rather than raising issues about the quality of information, participants 
more often referred to their interest in having access to departmental information so 
they could assess whether the young person or family was an appropriate referral 
(Support worker, 12.01.04) or might pose a threat to worker safety (Family worker, 
04.02.04). This brings us to the main professional concern raised by several workers 
with respect to the computerisation of client records: confidentiality. 
Confidentiality posed a problem when trying to access departmental information that 
was seen as important for making professional judgements. A number of QLD 
respondents noted there was a wide range of responses from departmental workers to 
sharing information.  As this team leader said: 
… confidentiality is a problem with some department workers … Some are willing to 
give us information to enable our workers to do their proper job, but others won’t tell 
us anything. (Team Leader, 06.01.04) 
It should be noted that difficulty with exchanging information is not new (see for 
example Crime and Misconduct Commission, 2004, 106-108). What is new is that the 
technology has improved accessibility and transferability of information perhaps raising 
expectations. Furthermore, agencies are increasingly expected to give funding bodies 
access to their data and see this as a ‘one way street’ (Family Therapist, 04.02.04).  
Paradoxically the other confidentiality concern raised by QLD workers was the security 
of information stored on their own information management systems. Workers in three 
of the six agencies where the research was conducted raised concerns about who 
would be able to access clients’ case files or about the additional work required to de-
identify data required by funding bodies or auspicing organisations. This worker talks 
about the new system being installed by ‘head office’ and her concerns about client 
rights to privacy:  
It horrifies me because I still don’t know where our computerised client’s files will be 
living .… We keep all our records on computer… That’s fine at the moment because 
we know where our stuff goes and we know who has access to it… So we actually 
have some control over the privacy of our clients ... With the new system it seems to 
me that everything we put on that system is going to be kept in head office. [They 
say] ‘Well sorry anybody should be able to access that’. (Family Therapist, 04.02.04) 
As this therapist indicates, relationships with managers, as discussed below also play a 
significant part in worker concerns regarding the introduction and use of information 
management technology.  
A further professional value that was closely linked to the proliferation of information 
management systems was the increasing use of these systems for demonstrating 
accountability within their agency and to service funders. Many workers spoke of 
increasing expectations for detailed case notes, statistics and the construction of a 
‘paper trail’ for risk management purposes. Here a coordinator alludes to the dilemma 
7that being an accountable human service professional now involves spending a 
substantial amount of time at a computer:  
it means workers have to put in more time and energy into doing what they would 
see as a repetitive tasks but in the long term it covers their butt … It’s just a minor 
inconvenience considering the benefit... And again its about accountability and 
professionalism. (Coordinator, 04.02.04) 
In addition to this coordinator’s acceptance of the utility of being able to maintain 
comprehensive client and service records, two other interviewees said that the 
computer systems at their workplaces were very useful for recording case notes. They 
reported that the availability of this technology reduced their work stress; one because 
there was an effective administration staff member whose role was to enter most of the 
service data and who also reminded staff of key deadlines (Team leader, 06.01.04). 
Such views support the argument that attitudes to computer systems are shaped by 
various relations around the technology. 
Relations around the introduction and application of technology 
Many of the concerns raised by participants in both studies related to control 
mechanisms that substantially affected the nature of their work and aspects of decision 
making, such as who decided what data should be collected. Many also perceived that 
management failed to appreciate that additional staff, time and training was necessary.   
The message that ‘this call may be monitored for training purposes’ is a pervasive one 
in a customer service environment. This facility of new information technologies was 
most salient at the call centre where team leaders and managers can ‘call jack’ and 
monitor interviews with clients/customers. However that sense of being under 
surveillance was also reported as a stressor by a non-government worker. One QLD 
respondent stated that: 
everything has to be on electronic data … Our concern is for confidentiality ‘cause 
we’re on a network with [auspicing organisation] … and we have to type up our 
case notes and … quite often your mouse will move away from you when the 
technicians are down there and they’re looking at your screen. (Acting Team 
Leader, 04.02.04) 
Participants in both studies used the term ‘big brother’ to describe their experience of 
the surveillance of their work via computer systems. Nonetheless the structures for 
surveillance are not only more obvious in the call centre environment they are also 
accompanied by a more overt managerialist focus. 
While the Director-General of NSW DoCS stated that ‘this is not a call centre where the 
focus is on call turnover’, staff at the call centre reported the very familiar pressure from 
managers to meet targets and shunt calls through the system. Mechanisms of work 
flow measurement such as output targets were experienced by workers as devaluing 
the professional nature of their jobs: 
You get the feeling that we are being pushed further and further down the road of a 
call centre…but we’re not a telecommunications firm selling mobile phones. 
(Employee 2, 30.8.02) 
Despite assurances that Helpline would not focus on call turnover, it did seem to be 
organised on a classic ‘low road’ call centre model. The centre emphasised quantitative 
statistics by using display boards detailing factors such as call waiting time, number of 
calls in the queue and the number of staff members taking calls. Client waiting time, the 
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While the average wait time was around 40 minutes during the period of research in 
2002, they have been much higher. One report revealed that, during 2001, callers 
could be held in a queue for many hours, with one claim that a client was 450th in the 
queue (Australian Broadcasting Commission, 2002). 
Increases in notification rates coupled with turnover and inability to fill positions 
exacerbated the demands on caseworkers.  
They are pressured to hurry up. I mean, a good intake call should take an hour to two 
hours and talking to people gathering some really quality information. They are 
pushed to get through calls in five to ten minutes because they just have so many 
coming in and not enough staff. (Employee 1, 30.8.02) 
The Departmental Committee within DoCS, including union delegates within various 
operational areas of DoCS, submitted to the parliamentary inquiry into child protection 
that ‘to achieve good quality intake, it is estimated that an experienced caseworker 
(with superior keyboard typing skills) is only able to properly receive, record and 
process, on average, five fully fledged child abuse reports per seven hour day’ (ref#). 
This estimation stands in stark contrast to the 20-50 minutes actually allocated to 
workers in the period after establishment of Helpline. Indeed one caseworker recalled 
spending five hours completing a report that involved several siblings who had been 
victims of sexual abuse the previous day. While this may be atypical, she believed that 
it was not uncommon for reports of a serious nature to take several hours although 
others might only require a five-minute referral (Internal Departmental Committee 
Report, 7; Employee 2, 30.8.02). 
The appointment in 2001 of a new operations manager, with considerable experience 
within financial call centres, rather than human services appeared to have a significant 
influence on the focus on statistics. He instigated and reinforced the measurement of 
quantitative outputs often associated with financial call centre management style 
operations and had little practical experience, or understanding, of the ideology 
underpinning child protection. Several caseworkers articulated their frustration with a 
manager with a ‘call centre manager background’ rather than any relevant experience 
in human services (Employee 3, 31.7.02; Employee 4, 14.10.02).  
While staff may not have been disciplined if they failed to reach daily targets, there was 
considerable pressure to complete reports in specified times. One caseworker stated 
that management: 
Ask us to justify output. It’s that sort of pressure…it’s happening even more so with 
this new manager. His whole focus is that there is no understanding or respect for the 
fact that that there are humans and human lives involved, children’s lives (Employee 
3, 31.7.02). 
Because of the pressure to take calls, caseworkers stated that completing reports was 
often left until the end of the shift. This meant that supplementary notes or impressions 
gathered through the conversation were often forgotten when the report was fully 
written (Employee 2, 30.8.02). Considering the complexity and diversity of the 
notifications received benchmarks on report completion appear ill-suited to the job. As 
one caseworker related, ‘we can’t work like that…there was a lot of opposition to it and 
people are still opposed’ (Employee 1, 30.8.02). The culture of ‘take a call’ was 
apparent to many at the call centre.  
Professional notions of accountability were being subsumed by bureaucratic 
accountability. One observer stated that the focus was on ‘coming down on 
staff…putting in structures that restrict roles even more, but at the same time saying: 
“we need you to be accountable, we’ve got the product”’ (Interview Researcher, 
927.9.02). In this sense, the ‘product’ of Helpline was child abuse reports, meaning that 
faster completion times translated directly into better performance, at least in 
managers’ eyes. But, despite management focus on the number of reports, 
caseworkers gave precedence to quality issues that drew on their full breadth of social 
work skills. This included exercising empathy for callers and utilising professional skills 
in eliciting information from people who were often ringing in distress. A survey 
completed by most of the 46 Helpline caseworkers supported this assessment stating 
that they felt undervalued in the organisation and that outcomes were assessed based 
on quantity of work rather then quality (Dunn, 2001, 5).  
In terms of relations around the introduction and application of information 
management technologies the participants in the QLD study had some similar 
concerns, in particular lack of recognition of the time and skill required to input client 
and service data. As discussed above, the QLD workers raised the issue of 
accountability with respect to expectations of professional practice. While marinating 
case records is a core professional responsibility, the advent and proliferation of 
information management systems allows the collection and collation of a wider range 
of both client and service data. Such data, notably statistical data, support the 
managerial goal of quantifying output. This, workers report, has contributed 
substantially to increasing requests for a greater variety of data from upper 
management and funders. A number of workers noted that they had little input into 
deciding which data was collected. One spoke of government requests as ‘ad hoc’ 
saying that: 
we give them what we think they want and anything else that they want they come back to 
us at some point in the year and say ‘Can you give us stats on x y and z’ and you have to 
back track. (Program coordinator, 04.02.04) 
On a positive note, one participant had found the departmental worker they dealt with 
was receptive when they raised concerns about procedures for entering information 
into a web-based data base (Acting Team Leader, 04.02.04). 
Another aspect of relations was that participants generally reported little or no 
control over the kind of data collected as this was determined by auspicing 
organisations or government funding agencies. This generates additional stress 
when a service sources money from a range of departments. As this manager 
recounts:
Computerisation of records is fine, but one of the stresses on agencies is that each 
funding body on the State level and the Federal level is completely different in 
terms of the data they require.  There’s no uniformity across any of it. We might 
have six or seven very different data collection mechanisms in the organisation. 
One of our workers fills in five different forms on the one client and it takes up so 
much of her time and that adds to the stress. It’s very, very frustrating. The lack of 
coordination across … departments and the State and Federal level really does 
impact on staff stress. (Service manager, 16.01.04) 
As mentioned before the kinds of data that can be stored and processed on information 
management systems support managerial goals of quantification of outputs.  
While requests for data increased, the additional time and skill required to effectively 
operate systems and enter, analyse and present data is typically not taken into 
account. Thus it is not being accountable that irks practitioners, rather 
there is no recognition of the time it takes to do it … They have increased their 
accountability and their need for information, but they haven’t increased their funding 
for the operational cost side of things. They want more and more, but we have less 
and less of the dollars. (Program manager, 12.01.04) 
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Furthermore many workers also saw these expectations as drawing them away from 
their key professional roles. Indeed, one team leader spoke about ‘enormous amounts 
of record keeping’ as outside her professional work saying ‘I would rather be 
concentrating on what we do in our job, than concentrating on paperwork’ (Team 
leader, 06.01.04).  
In addition to lack of recognition of the extra time spent using computers workers also 
reported receiving virtually no training in operating the systems and software. For 
instance, workers report being provided with training in only one of the six agencies 
and in this agency the money came from their own training budget rather than from the 
auspicing organisation. When training was provided it tended to be administration 
workers rather than professional workers who were offered training even though 
professional workers also used quite complex systems such as Access and Excel 
(Program manager, 12.01.04).  
For some workers the lack of training may have contributed to the lack of faith in new 
technologies and thus their reluctance to entrust client records to systems they had 
insufficient knowledge about. In the absence of formal training anecdotal reports from 
other workers contribute to uncertainty and suspicion: 
we’re actually about to be put on a whole new intranet system.... I hear horror stories 
from other services that are on it and how it crashes and they get viruses and we’re 
going to loose all our computer equipment and get these palm pilots and we’ll have 
no capacity to back up work .… and it’s all maintained and controlled by head office 
and they can access our information and our records at any time. It’s very ‘big 
brotherish’. (Coordinator, 04.02.04) 
Furthermore workers reported getting ‘into trouble’ and getting ‘put down’ for their lack 
of in-depth understanding of these new technologies while also being told there was no 
time or money to train them (Family Therapist, 04.02.04). 
The relations around the use of technology were just an indicator of wider 
management-worker relations. For participants of the QLD study relationships with 
higher managers was generally cited as the main source of workplace stress. As in the 
QLD case, limited training and top-down technology implementation appeared to 
undermine job satisfaction for many Helpline social workers. Tasks became 
fragmented and routinised to the point where caseworkers were unable to exercise the 
ability to critically reflect, to analyse, to use and build practice expertise, to negotiate 
and to utilise contextual information critically and creatively (Healy and Meagher, 2004; 
Interview Researcher, 27.9.02). Some of the problems faced by workers may have 
been alleviated with greater consultation. Workers were not involved in the design or 
implementation of the technology used at their workplaces, with one Helpline 
caseworker stating that for staff it was ‘bleeding obvious…and one of the problems is 
that they always use these managerial models of investigating rather than asking staff’ 
(Employee 2, 30.8.02). Similarly a QLD worker spoke about the ‘strange data’ they 
were required to collect which they did not see as relevant or important for their work 
(Team leader, 06.01.04). 
DoCS caseworkers’ perceptions that they were merely ‘frontline’ workers, was reflected 
in the way they described their daily work routine. They revealed that team leaders, 
and other managers, ‘walked the floor’ and instructed staff to work quickly through their 
‘wrap’ or follow-up tasks. If they were off the phone for an extended time, they were 
often asked why they had not returned to their phones.  
The potential deskilling of social workers has been met with varying degrees of 
resignation and resistance. The most obvious and identifiable response in both the 
QLD study and, to a more marked degree the NSW call centre is that of turnover and 
low morale. The NSW DoCS Director General estimated turnover of caseworkers at 
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10.7 per cent in 2000-01, compared to the public sector median of 7.8 per cent (NSW 
PLC, 2002b, 12). However, other sources estimate turnover rates in Helpline of closer 
to 30 per cent (NSW PLC, Report 29, 78). While it may be difficult to validate these 
rates, caseworkers themselves stated that many shifts were heavily understaffed, 
sometimes to around 45 per cent, due to a combination of absenteeism and unfilled 
positions (Employee 2, 30.8.02). Submissions to one DoCS inquiry, undertaken by the 
relevant union, stated that many caseworkers and team leaders had left due to poor 
management style and stress. Many of the advertised positions had not been filled, 
with some indications that the service retained a vacancy rate in excess of one third 
since its establishment.  
Systems to support professional practice  
Managing and coordinating efficient and effective workplaces is as important within 
human services as in any other area of endeavour, in both private and public sectors. 
However the research indicates that efficiency and rationalism often act to undermine 
the professionalism of workers. Increased emphasis on accumulating data and reports 
shifted their mindsets away from the provision of community services and client 
support, which led in turn to a deterioration of morale. Privileging statistical and other 
quantitative data shifts the focus from professional notions of service to a bureaucratic 
emphasis on numbers of clients served or reports completed.  
Workers strong occupational and professional identity, provides a basis for them 
resisting the managerialism, deskilling and work intensification that developed in their 
midst. The relative autonomy of the QLD workers in terms of work in locations away 
from head office offers a wider range of discretion than that afforded Helpline 
caseworkers. For Helpline call centre workers although they held very different 
qualifications, and were involved in making more considered decisions, than the 
workers in more conventional, routine call centres, the labour processes and 
techniques of work control they confronted were very similar.  
This research suggests that the technology, especially that used by Helpline 
caseworkers but also for most of the workers in the QLD study, did not serve to 
enhance or complement their work. Many felt that they had little discretion over the flow 
and volume of case recording and service evaluation tasks. As we indicate here, this 
was shaped as much by managerial policies and practices, in this case embedded in 
public sector reforms and risk management requirements, than the specific information 
management systems used. Perceptions that these systems have increased the ability 
of workers to produce a wider range of information are fuelled by myths around the role 
of technology in streamlining and reducing workloads. The participants in this study 
found instead that work was intensified, increasing requests of information reduced 
their time to work with clients, managers seemed to have less concern for quality 
indicators in contrast to measures of quantity, and there was an assumption by 
managers and funders that this could be done without additional training or staff.  
Similarly, recruiting social workers to senior management positions, rather than 
appointing managers from outside the field, and making an allowance for increased 
caseworker discretion over systems design and implementation, may improve an 
understanding of the issues related to technology and human services. As one 
consultant within the human services area noted: 
There is a need to balance a professional service delivery with a business or 
management structure, and I think if you see it as simply a business, then you can forget 
some of the issues of professionalism and some of the professional underpinnings 
(associated with social work) (NSWLC, 2002c).
As Sapey (1997, 805) forcefully agues: 
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if the use of technology changes the nature of the process of social work by 
restricting practitioners to data input and standardising its analysis, then this is a 
matter of professional concern, not simply an organisational one.  
In summary this research has avoided a technological determinist argument in favour 
of a view that successful application of workplace computer technology relies on 
adequate consultation and engagement of staff in the design and implementation of 
new technologies. Associated with this it is important to recognise the influence of 
managerial and professional relations around the technology. However this research 
has suggested that the use of technology has changed the nature of social work in 
Australia as elsewhere, by redirecting practitioners’ activities to data input and 
standardising client and case analysis. This has organisational implications but more 
importantly for those working in the field, it has major implications for pre-existing 
notions of professionalism which have been commonly ascribed to work in human 
services. 
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